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I. Background 
     In January 1992 I was given the responsibility to 
develop a new placement test for all Asia University 
freshman. Further details are described in the "Draft 
Proposal for an Asia University Freshman Language Placement 
Test," which I presented to Professor Kawaguchi in January. 
II. Constructing the Trial Test 
     The test was developed in the following way. 
     A. Test Content 
           1. Sections: The test was divided into sections as 
follows: 
Table 1 
Section: Listening  Content  Focus Total Number of  Items 
sub section 1 spoken classroom instructions 14 
sub section 2 2 short dialogs 10 
sub section 3 3 very short "lectures" 10 
Total Listening 34 
Section: Reading 
sub section 1 written instructions from textbook 14 
sub section 2 4 short reading passages 20 
Total reading 34 
Test Total 64 
     2. Source of Items: Items for the Listening subsection 
were written specifically for this test. Items for Reading 
subsection 1 were taken verbatim (or nearly so) from the New 
Perspectives textbook developed by Sarah Rilling for AU 
 freshmen.
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      Items for Reading subsection 2 were taken from published 
versions of Asia University entrance exams supplied by 
Professor Kawaguchi, and in some cases were then adapted for 
use in this test. The goal throughout was to incorporate 
tasks which the freshman students would be expected to 
encounter in their Freshman English classroom and to use 
topics which might hold some interest for young adults . Six 
reading passages were prepared initially,  only four of which 
were included in the test. 
     3. Initial Control for Length, Level of Difficulty, and 
Sequencing: Because the Listening Section is tape recorded, 
and therefore its timing is driven by the pace at which the 
material is presented on the tape, the Listening section 
precedes the Reading section. For both the Listening and the 
Reading sections, shorter items (e.g., short spoken 
instructions) precede longer items (e.g., dialogs). Prior to 
moderation of the test by others, I arranged the items in 
each subsection in order of increasing difficulty, based on 
two factors: First, my judgment regarding the listening 
items; and second, for the reading passages, the results of 
readability analyses (Flesch; Flesch-Kincaid; and Gunning Fog 
Index) I conducted using the readability feature of the 
computer program Correct Grammar. Additionally, for the 
dialogs, "lectures," and reading passages, the material was 
controlled for length by using matching word counts (e .g., 
dialog 1 = dialog 2 plus/minus 5  words) . Questions specific 
to each "lecture" and each reading passage generally
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correspond in sequence to the sequence in which the pertinent 
information is presented in the material. 
     B. Test Moderation 
     All potential items for the test were given to AU 
faculty members for critiquing. Each faculty member was 
given a "Critiquing Guide" which focused attention on such 
matters as clarity of instructions and logical relations 
between material, the questions, and the correct answers. 
     C. Final Construction of the Trial Test 
     All critique responses were read for comments concerning 
misleading language, possible multiple correct answers, and 
other shortcomings in the passages and  items. Suggestions 
which I judged productive were incorporated into the final 
version of the passages and items. Critique responses were 
also analyzed by determining the percent of respondents 
rating each passage and each item as "too hard," "hard," 
"about right ," "easy," and "too easy" for the two categories 
of students I had established: those with "strong" English 
and those with "weak" English. Of the six proposed reading 
passages, the two I judged weakest based on the critiques 
were set aside; the test would be too long for the time 
available with them included, even if they were improved. 
Items in each subsection were resequenced from "easiest" to 
"most  difficult" based on the pooled judgments of the 
critics, although, again, the questions pertaining 
specifically to each longer listening or reading passage were 
not resequenced. The sequence of correct answers (A, B, C,
—97—
or D) was randomized for the entire test by using a "luck-of-
the-draw" procedure to avoid any systematic pattern of A, B, 
C, and  D responses. 
     D. Production of the Testing Materials 
     Test instructions were written in English, critiqued, 
and then translated into Japanese. Owing to time constraints 
of the Trial Test itself, detailed translated instructions 
were given to the students during a regular classroom session 
with their ELERI instructor a day or so prior to the Trial 
Test. These instructions exposed the students to the types 
of questions which they would be asked and to the multiple-
choice format of the test. Instructions on how to code the 
answer key were translated into Japanese and attached to the 
test as the first page of it. 
     The test was typed, printed via laser printer, and 
photocopied (one side only) on A-4 size paper. Including the 
page of instructions attached to it, the test required 13 
pages. Approximately, 2,000 copies were made. Because 
students would have little or no motivation to cheat on the 
test, test security was not tightly controlled. 
     A tapescript was prepared and several ELERI faculty 
members volunteered to record the listening material in  AU's 
language lab. The finished tape was dubbed to several copies 
for actual use in the testing setting. The sound quality was 
adequate.
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III. Administering the Trial Test 
     A. Planning 
      1.  Scheduling: Each session was scheduled for a total 
of 90 minutes, with exactly 60 minutes allocated for the 
students to take the test itself. The remaining 30 minutes 
were allocated to seating the students, giving them brief 
oral instructions, and distributing and collecting test 
materials. 
      2. Personnel: ELERI proctors and Japanese members of 
the English Department were employed. 
     B. Implementation 
      1. Overall: Administration of the Trial Test followed 
according to plan. The 90 minutes allocated proved quite 
adequate for the trial. Only a very small percent of the 
students did not attempt to answer all questions on the test. 
     2. The trial test itself: The 60 minutes were allocated 
for the test as follows: 
     Listening  Section: 18 minutes from start to finish 
     Reading Section: 42 minutes from start to finish 
     3. Numbers of Students Taking the Trial Test: 
Table 2 
Major  Freshman enrolled # taking test  % taking test 
Business 580 508 87.6 
Economics 435 307 70.6 
Law 609 418 68.6 
I.R. 204 151 74.0 
Total 1,828 1,384 75.7
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      * NOTE: No investigation has been undertaken to attempt 
to explain the absence of students from this university-
required Trial Test. Obviously, a sample representing more 
than  75% of an entire population of nearly 2,000 is indeed a 
very large sample. However, in the absence of any knowledge 
about the students who did not take the test, we cannot be 
completely confident that the sample is a perfectly 
representative sample. The score ranges and distributions 
reported below tend to indicate that the samples form 
relatively "normal" distributions. 
IV. Scoring the Tests 
      Students responded to test questions by marking their 
answers on National Computer Systems (NCS) form 16504 
marksheets. Marksheets for each separate group (i.e. major) 
were machine-scored using an NCS OpScan 7 optical marksheet 
reader and TestPro software from Beach tech. 
      A second software program, LXR-Test from Logic eXtension 
Resources, was used with the NCS machine to score the tests 
from Law and Business. LXR-Test results were spot-checked 
against TestPro results and found to be the same. 
V. Rating Student's Current Placement 
      In order to analyze the usefulness of the in-house 
instrument used (hereinafter known as Kelly's test) as a 
placement test for the 1992 freshman class and to provide 
data for comparison with the Trial Test, I asked all ELERI 
faculty to assess each of their students by using a "well-
placedness" rating which focused on the students' abilities 
to comprehend written and spoken English. The basic aim was 
to determine the extent to which the instructors were 
satisfied with the placement which resulted from the use of 
Kelly's test. A high level of satisfaction would suggest two
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things: 1) Kelly's test has validity as a placement test in 
that teachers' assessments would correspond to the results of 
Kelly's test; and 2) that results of the Trial Test should 
correlate well with Kelly's test and/or with the teachers' 
ratings if the Trial Test is to serve well as the basis for a 
valid placement test to be used in April 1993. I decided to 
ask that ratings be completed by May 11. 
VI. Basic Data Files 
     The available data were brought together into a single 
data file for each of the four majors and these were then 
combined into one large file containing all available data 
from Kelly's test, the Trial Test, and the teachers' ratings. 
VII. Statistical Analyses 
      1. Kelly average compared with Trial Test total average: 
Is the Trial Test "more difficult" than Kelly's test? 
Answer: No. Probably it is easier. 
      Paired samples T-tests reveal a significant difference 
(p < .0005) between each of the majors. In other words, 
students in all four majors scored significantly higher 
percentages on the Trial Test than on Kelly's test. This 
suggests that students were more "successful" on the Trial 
Test, but this fact has no direct implication for judging the 
usefulness of either test as a placement test. However, 
perhaps students might feel less "discouraged" or more 
"encouraged" about their English abilities if they were given 
their scores. To the students, the Trial Test might look 
"easier" or "fairer" or "more realistic ." It might be that 
the Trial Test gives the students more credit for what they
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can do with English, and/or penalizes them less for what they 
cannot do, than Kelly's test does. 
     2. Trial Test Listening section compared with Trial Test 
Reading section: Is the Listening section "more difficult" 
than the Reading section? Answer: Yes. Probably it is more 
difficult for all majors except for Law; for Law the two 
sections are equal in "difficulty." 
     Paired samples T-tests reveal a significant difference 
(p < .0005) between listening and reading percentage scores 
on the Trial Test for three of the four majors: Business, 
Economics, and International Relations. On average, students 
in these three majors scored significantly higher on the 
reading portion of the Trial Test than on the listening 
portion. This fact tends to support the commonly held 
opinion that Japanese students entering the university are 
better prepared to deal with written than with spoken English 
discourse. Students in Law also scored higher in reading, 
but the difference was not statistically significant 
(p  =  .157). 
      3. Score distribution and skewness for Kelly's and 
Trial-Test: How well do the tests discriminate at the extreme 
ends of the proficiency range? Answer: For the freshman 
taken as a whole group, skewness suggests that the tests seem 
to offer balanced discrimination in either direction from the 
average. 
     If a test produces scores which cluster very tightly at 
one end of the range of possible scores, we should suspect 
that the test may not work very well as a placement 
instrument for the students with those scores. One 
indication of whether a test is "too hard" or "too easy"  --
that is, whether it discriminates well -- for the people
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 taking it is the magnitude and direction of skew in the 
 distribution of test scores . A test with perfectly evenly 
 distributed scores would have a skew of 0.000. In terms of 
 score distribution, it is neither too hard nor too difficult . 
A test which has a positively skewed distribution has many 
more low scores than high scores, and this suggests that the 
test might be too difficult . 
      For Kelly's test and the Trial Test , skewness (as 
measured by Systat) ranged from - .926 (IR Trial Test Reading) 
to  +.616 (Business Trial Test Listening) . On the whole, most 
measures for skewness were much closer to 0.000. 
      4. Does the Trial Test provide an adequate range of 
scores for use as a placement test? Answer: Maybe. A 
conclusive answer would necessarily depend upon ascertaining 
its success in actual use. 
     Perhaps the most which can be said with any substantial 
degree of confidence at the moment is that it would be 
preferable to see a wider range of scores, particularly for 
students in Economics and International Relations . However, 
just how to go about providing an increased range of scores 
is a bit problematic, especially if the same test must be 
given to both groups. 
      5. Comparing the four majors with each other: Are there 
significant differences between the students' scores from 
one major to another? Answer: International Relations 
students score significantly higher than students from any 
other major on Kelly's test and on both the Listening and the 
Reading sections of the Trial Test . 
     ANOVA (analysis of variation) procedures provided by 
Systat make possible the comparison of groups on any given 
score. ANOVA was carried out for the four majors for these
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scores: Kelly's test; Trial Listening; Trial Reading; and 
Trial Total. For all of these measures, International 
Relations students scored significantly higher than students 
in all of the other majors (p <  .005). Additionally, 
Economics students scored significantly higher than Law 
students on the Trial Reading section (p <  .005). 
     One possible implication for this finding is that it 
might be desirable to develop a separate, somewhat different 
test for the International Relations students. We do not 
know whether there would be any practical advantage to 
teachers and administrators in revising the Trial Test for 
use with the International Relations majors. In other words, 
a statistically significant difference is not necessarily a 
difference worth heeding; in practical terms, it may not be 
significant. 
      B. Kelly's test compared to the Trial Test in Terms of 
Placement. 
     For the treatment which follows I am indebted to 
Professor Itagaki of Asia University who introduced me to the 
Wilcoxon Sign-Ranks Test and to Professor Nagata, also of 
Asia University, who dissuaded me from pursuing a wrong-
headed line of thinking about this question. 
      1. Trial Test Correlations with Kelly's test: How well 
can scores on one test predict scores on the others? Answer: 
Fairly well. 
      If Kelly's test did a satisfactory job in assessing 
students' English proficiency for placement purposes this
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 year, it would be fortunate to learn that the Trial Test 
 correlated well with Kelly's test. 
      Pearson's correlation coefficient is the standard 
statistical procedure used for assessing the degree of 
correlation (i.e. the extent of predictability) between 
scores such as we have for Kelly's test and for the Trial 
Test. All correlations between Kelly's test and the Trial 
Test were positive. Students scoring well on Kelly's test 
are likely to score well on the Trial Test (and vice  versa) . 
      C. The Trial Test as a Valid Measure of English 
Proficiency. 
      The test design follows very closely the design of 
several very well-known and widely respected measures of 
general English proficiency. There are obvious parallels 
between the Trial Test Listening and Reading sections and 
parts of the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language), 
for example. Also, in moderating the Trial Test , faculty 
having long experience with English language teaching and 
testing rendered their judgments on the suitability of 
passages, tasks, and items. The actual results of the Trial 
Test provide data which can be used in attempting to assess 
the validity of the Trial Test as a measure of English 
proficiency. 
The above article was abridged by William F . O'Connor
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